
STAGE 2 CLASSICAL STUDIES
Assessment type 2: Essays 

Topic 1: Conflict in Greek Plays
‘The prologue in a Greek play introduces conflict that is not always resolved by the end of the play.’

Discuss this statement with close reference to one or two Greek plays.

Where Euripides favoured having a single character contextualise and introduce the action of a play, Sophocles preferred having two characters exchange dialogue. The prologue of the Antigone begins, with the sisters Ismene and Antigone, long-suffering daughters of the house of Oedipus, discussing the kerygma (or proclamation), by Creon that their brother Eteocles is to be buried with all the appropriate honour accorded to the dead, but Polynices, having fought with the Argives, is to be left to rot as carrion for carnivorous birds. Their interchange – with Antigone insisting that Polynices must be buried, and Ismene refusing to go against the King – introduces the ideological agon (or conflict) at the heart of the play; that between the unwritten laws of the gods and political expediency. It is a conflict that is mostly, if tragically, resolved by the end of the play – an ideological battle which ends because of the death of many of its combatants and which results in a painful anagnorisis for the character of Creon.
The prologue which begins the Antigone occurs outside which is the first indication that something is out of the ordinary. As women – constantly under the authority of their kurios (usually their father or closet male relative) and almost exclusively confined to the oikos – it is unusual that they should venture outside the palace gates, where Antigone brings Ismene. It is in the prologue that the conflict of Antigone is introduced; Creon has forbidden the burial of Polynices, and decreed that anyone who goes against him will die by stoning. Antigone is certain that “it is against [Ismene] and me” that he has made this decree, “now”, she entreats her sister, “is the time to show whether or not you are worthy of your high blood”, indicating that she believes those of noble birth are subject to greater moral responsibility than the average person. However, Ismene finds herself unable to transgress Creon’s law; she is understandably concerned what “will become of [them]… if [they] defy [their] king”, in light of her family’s already sufficiently tragic history. It is not that she disrespects the chthonic deities, but that she “cannot act against the state”. Symbolically, the prologue ends with Ismene returning to her place within the oikos, whereas Antigone ventures even further from it yet, intent on carrying out her plan. 

Creon, of course, embodies the element of the conflict which gives precedence to political expediency over the laws of the gods and the duties owed to the dead. It is not that he has no respect for philoi (loved ones); indeed, it is the death of the two philoi – his son Haemon and his wife Eurydice – that provoke an anagnorisis (recognition – in this case of his hybris) which arrives all too swiftly and yet too late. Rather, it is that Creon believes one’s status as a philos is contingent on effective citizenship; Polynices, in betraying Thebes, sacrificed his status as a philos with the rights-upon-death that such status afforded. In his stichomythia with Antigone in the second episode, when Antigone says, “we have a duty to honour the dead”, Creon illustratively replies, “not to give equal honour to good and bad.” It is a conflict in which both parties are steadfast in their positions, and in an effective wielding of dramatic irony Sophocles has Creon declare that “I have always held the view, and hold it still, that a king whose lips are sealed by fear, unwilling to seek advice, is doomed.” Needless to say, he utterly fails to do so; he is too blinded by arrogance even to do the “next best thing”, as Haemon describes it, and listen to wise advice, when it is proffered by Haemon and Tiresias. The second episode, with its confrontation between Creon and Antigone, and the third episode, with its confrontation between Haemon and Creon, bring the conflict introduced in the prologue to a head and propel it towards its conclusion. 

Because ultimately the ideological conflict around which the Antigone centres is resolved, with the realisation by Creon that he has acted arrogantly in refusing the burial of Polynices and precipitated three needless deaths. It is not necessarily a satisfactory resolution, but is a resolution none-the-less. The turning point occurs in the fifth episode, when Tiresias arrives to persuade Creon to repent of his foolishness while he still can. Unlike Haemon, Tiresias cannot, in criticising Creon, be accused of insolence towards an elder; none-the-less, Creon refuses to give in, until after Tiresias has left, and he is left to contemplate (with choral assistance) what he has done. He succumbs too late, however, to prevent the deaths of Antigone (who, true to form, has refused to let Creon dictate how she will die) and Haemon. Eurydice in, turn, commits suicide, cursing the man whose actions she believes have left her childless. Her corpse is displayed on the ekkyklema for all – but particularly Creon – to see; and so, the anagnorisis is complete and the conflict is resolved. Haemon accused his father, “To think your own the only wisdom... your will, your work” the only one, is indicative of a “shallow spirit (and) an empty heart.” It seems by the end of the play that Creon has been sufficiently dissuaded of this notion. 

In conclusion, the prologue of the Antigone introduces a conflict between the end of the play, is resolved, however tragically. The deaths of Antigone, Haemon unwritten laws of the chthonic deities and the arbitrary laws of the polis which, by the and Eurydice and the prior censure of all three – in addition to Tiresias – eventually lead to a painful anagnorisis for Creon but perhaps also a catharsis for the audience. As the chorus concludes the play, wisdom and a respect for the gods are the chiefest parts of happiness; “this is the law” that, seeing an arrogant heart deflated, “we learn when we are old”. 


Performance Standards for Stage 2 Classical Studies

	
	Knowledge and Understanding
	Research and Analysis
	Communication

	A


	In-depth knowledge and critical understanding of selected texts, ideas, individuals, groups, institutions, practices, events, and artefacts of the classical world. 

Discerning selection and application of factual knowledge that demonstrates critical understanding of the civilisations of Greece and/or Rome.
Discerning and well-informed recognition of, and insightful reflection on, the diversity of attitudes, beliefs, and values in the classical world.
	Extensive and balanced research into primary and secondary sources, including literary text(s). 

Incisive critical analysis and synthesis of, and reflection on, research.

Selective recognition and controlled application of relevant terms, concepts, and skills, including skills of historical literacy.

Comprehensive definition and development of a point of view.
	Clear, logical, coherent, and controlled communication of informed argument using appropriate examples and ideas.  
Astute and selective integration and acknowledgement of source material. 

Fluent and lucid explanation of ideas using a range of forms. 

	B
	Well-considered knowledge and understanding of selected texts, ideas, individuals, groups, institutions, practices, events, and artefacts of the classical world. 

Well-considered selection and application of factual knowledge that demonstrates well-informed understanding of the civilisations of Greece and/or Rome.

Well-informed recognition of, and thoughtful reflection on, the diversity of attitudes, beliefs, and values in the classical world.
	Sound research, with breadth and balance, into primary and secondary sources, including literary text(s).

Well-informed critical analysis and synthesis of, and reflection on, research.

Well-informed recognition and application of relevant terms, concepts, and skills, including skills of historical literacy.

Well-considered definition and development of a point of view.
	Clear and relevant communication of informed argument using mostly appropriate examples and ideas.

Well-considered selection and integration and acknowledgement of source material.

Mostly clear and thoughtful explanation of ideas using a range of forms.

	C
	Appropriate knowledge and understanding of selected texts, ideas, individuals, groups, institutions, practices, events, and artefacts of the classical world.

Competent selection and application of factual knowledge that demonstrates informed understanding of the civilisations of Greece and/or Rome.

Competent recognition of, and reflection on, the diversity of attitudes, beliefs, and values in the classical world.
	Generally sound and balanced research into primary and secondary sources, including literary text(s).

Competent critical analysis and synthesis of, and reflection on, research.

Appropriate recognition and application of relevant terms, concepts, and skills, including skills of historical literacy.

Competent definition and development of a point of view.
	Generally clear and reasonably accurate communication of informed argument using mostly appropriate examples and ideas.  
Appropriate integration and acknowledgement of source material.

Generally clear explanation of ideas using some different forms.

	D
	Recognition and some understanding of texts, ideas, individuals, groups, institutions, practices, events, and artefacts of the classical world.

Selection and application of aspects of factual knowledge that demonstrate some understanding of the civilisations of Greece and/or Rome.

Some recognition, and superficial consideration, of some attitudes, beliefs, and values in the classical world.
	Superficial research into primary and secondary sources, including literary text(s).

Superficial analysis and description of research. 

Basic recognition and application of relevant terms, concepts, and skills, including skills of historical literacy.

Some definition, and partial development, of a point of view.
	Superficial argument using limited examples and ideas.

Some integration of descriptions of source material; acknowledgment of sources and tending mostly towards description. 

Attempted explanation of ideas using one or more forms.

	E
	Some awareness of aspects of one or more texts, ideas, individuals, groups, institutions, practices, events, or artefacts of the classical world.

Attempted selection and application of aspects of factual knowledge that demonstrate some awareness of the civilisations of Greece and/or Rome.

Attempted description of one or more aspects of attitudes, beliefs, and values in the classical world.
	Limited research into primary and secondary sources, including literary text(s).

Limited description of research.

Attempted use of some relevant terms, concepts, and skills, including skills of historical literacy.

Attempted development of a point of view.
	Some attempts at argument using few examples and ideas. 

Limited integration of descriptions of source material and acknowledgment of sources. 

Description of one or more ideas.

	


Knowledge & Understanding (KU1) 


Understanding of ideas of the classical world.





Research & Analysis (RA3)


Controlled application of relevant terms.





Communication (C1)


Controlled communication of evidence to support the argument.





Knowledge & Understanding (KU2) Critical understanding of Greek civilisation.








Communication (C3)


Fluid and lucid explanation of ideas.





Communication (C1)


Controlled communication of evidence to support the argument.





Research & Analysis (RA3)


Controlled application of relevant terms.





Research & Analysis (RA4)


A good definition of argument setting up for exploration of ideas / argument in the rest of essay.





Knowledge & Understanding (KU2) Critical understanding of Greek civilisation.








Research & Analysis (RA4)


Excellent conclusion to ideas and argument.





Knowledge & Understanding 


Critical understanding of conflict in the play as well as associated relevant terminology.


Shows an understanding of the place of women and how the play represents the two different points of view (through Antigone and Ismene).





Communication 


Fluent explanation of ideas/argument


Communication is strong and controlled use of vocabulary as well as skilled use of Greek Tragic terms


Well edited piece of work, grammar, and spelling is excellent.
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